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1. INTRODUCTION
This article describes the road accident trends in the
Netherlands. It discusses the main policies in relation to
accident countermeasures and makes a critical assessment
of the expected impact of these policies on safety in the
next decade.
2. ACCIDENT TRENDS
The drastic reduction in road accidents in the Neth-
erlands during the previous reporting period (1980–1990)
resulted in a decline in fatalities from 1,997 in 1980 to
1,376 in 19901. This rate of decline could not be main-
tained in the present reporting period (–23% in the pe-
riod 1990–2000 versus –31% in the previous decade). In
the period 1998–2000 the number of fatalities remained
stable (in 2001 the number of fatalities dropped to 993,
but it still is unclear whether this discontinuity is inci-
dental). The same pattern emerges for the absolute num-
ber of hospitalised injury victims, which remained stable
for the last eight years (see Figure 1).
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Fig.1  Development in number of hospitalised victims
per year
Nonetheless, the Netherlands still is a relatively safe
country. Expressed in terms of number of fatalities per
100,000 inhabitants, it belongs to the three safest coun-
tries in Europe, together with the UK and Sweden.
The stagnation in the decline in absolute terms (dis-
counting the 2001 figures) is probably in part due to ve-
hicle mobility, which increased from 96 billion km/year
in 1990 to 122 billion km/year in 1999. That this has not
produced a massive increase in road fatalities can be at-
tributed to the fact that the fatality risk (expressed in terms
of number of fatalities per billion vehicle kilometres) has
decreased steadily since 1985 with around 4.9% a year
on average and in the last (1995–1999) five years this de-
crease even has risen to 7.8% a year on average2.
These trends are not homogeneous for the differ-
ent categories of traffic participants. In Table 1 the acci-
dent fatality and injury numbers are presented for these
categories. The largest safety improvements have been
obtained for pedestrians and cyclists. For car occupants,
the reduction in fatalities is traded off against an increase
in hospitalised injury victims, whereas for van and lorry
occupants a substantial increase in both fatal and injury
accidents has been recorded.
Notwithstanding these developments, walking and
cycling remain transport modes with a relatively high risk.
The fatality risk per billion kilometres travelled still is
about 4 times higher for cyclists and about 7 times higher
for pedestrians. Moped riding is extremely risky with a
fatality risk that is about 25 times higher than that for car
occupants.
Table 1 Reductions in fatalities and injury accidents
amongst different categories of road users
Category Fatalities Hospitalised Injuries
1992 2000 +/– % 1992 2000 +/– %
Pedestrians 152 106 ─30 1,127    759 ─33
Cyclists 251 198 ─21 2,697 2,263 ─16
Mopeds 105 107 2 2,104   2,059     ─2
Car Occupants 626 513 ─18 4,448 5,030  13
Vans and Lorries  50  60   20    404    562  39
3. ROAD SAFETY POLICIES
The aim of the national road safety policy has re-
mained unchanged since 1986: a 50% reduction in fatali-
ties and a 40% reduction in hospitalised injury victims
by 2010 (as compared to 1986). The policy intentions are
based on four lines of action, which comprise infrastruc-
ture, road user behaviour, vehicles and intelligent trans-
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port systems (ITS). These are, in fact, a mere continua-
tion of existing policies. The Dutch road safety policy is
based on the concept of “sustainable safety”, aiming to “cre-
ate a traffic system in which the accident probability is
virtually eradicated by an inherently safe road environ-
ment, by well-educated, informed road users, if necessary
supported by police enforcement and by vehicles that are
equipped to simplify the human task”3.
The principles of a sustainable safe infrastructure are
threefold. The road traffic network has to be functional,
having a small number of road categories. The three
recognised functions are through traffic motorways, dis-
tributor roads and access roads. Secondly, the network
has to be homogeneous in terms of mass, speed and direc-
tion, emphasising the need for separation of high and low
speed traffic, separation of opposite traffic flows and the
need to reduce speed of all traffic where this mixes. The
third key principle is predictability, indicating that it should
be evident from the road design which types of situation
the road user may encounter and which interactions s/he
should be prepared for. This concept is an extension of
the earlier concept of “self-explaining” roads4.
The second policy focus is on road user behaviour.
Recent measures include the introduction of a novice li-
cense, which can be revoked if a novice driver commits
serious offences in the first years after obtaining a driv-
ing licence and the reduction of the allowed BAC from
5 promille to 2 promille for novice drivers. These two
measures are aimed at novice drivers specifically, as they
feature prominently in accident statistics. The introduc-
tion of a points system for all drivers is not yet contem-
plated – although there is empirical evidence that this may
have a positive safety effect5. On the other hand, reduc-
tion of the maximum BAC to 2 promille for all drivers
is a policy option, although there is no scientific evidence
that this will have a safety effect. In road user policy there
is a very strong reliance on police enforcement, albeit this
is largely limited to speed enforcement. The Netherlands
has championed automatic speed enforcement and has
introduced special legislation (the “Mulder” law) to al-
low administrative processing of speed and other minor
offences, denying access to court to motorists who are
registered as having committed an offence. The Nether-
lands now is considering bringing speed offences, and in
fact, all minor offences, under administrative law rather
than criminal law, which would bring enforcement un-
der the responsibility of the road authorities rather than
the police6. The result is a very high level of speed en-
forcement (about 5.6 million convictions per year) against
virtually non-existent enforcement of those moving vio-
lations that cannot be registered by means of automatic
enforcement, which is in contradiction with the policy
statement that “aggressive” moving violations need spe-
cific attention.
The third policy focus, safer vehicles, in practice
means no more than that the Netherlands will endorse EU
initiatives to tighten up design requirements – especially
those related to making exterior design safer for vulner-
able road users7.
The fourth focus issue, intelligent traffic systems,
is not expected to have an effect until after 2010. Much
of ITS is expected to have an effect on the optimisation
of the use of existing road infrastructure rather than safety
but one exception is the implementation of Intelligent
Speed Adaptation (ISA) which is now under study. The
introduction of ISA would complement the concept of
road categorisation, as one of the main features of the
categorisation is speed regulation. However, the accept-
ability of ISA as a speed-controlling device is still under
dispute.
4. CONCLUDING REMARKS
In an assessment of the possible safety effects of
the policy intentions up to 20108, the conclusion was
drawn that they have the potential to produce the safety
benefits as envisaged. At the same time, a number of
proviso’s must be made9. Firstly, it should be noted that
many safety measures still require evaluation in terms of
large-scale behavioural and safety effects. A second con-
cern is that the policy to implement road standardisation
coincides with the policy to decentralise government,
given lower levels of government such as municipalities,
full power in the implementation of the “sustainable road”
design, which may fit local needs but counteract the “self-
explanatory” character. Finally, the interaction between
travel demand, sustainable safe design and congestion is
still largely unknown. Much additional research will be
needed to ensure that by 2010 the policy targets are in-
deed met.
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